Re-conceptualising talent management and development within the context of the low paid by Gold, J & Devins, D
1 
 
Re-conceptualising talent management and development within the 
context of the low paid  
David Devins and Jeff Gold 
Faculty of Business and Law, Leeds Metropolitan University, Leeds, United Kingdom  
 
Dr David Devins, Room Room 562, Rose Bowl Portland Cresent, Leeds Metropolitan 




Re-conceptualising talent management and development within the 
context of the low paid  
Those working in organisations have choices to make not only associated with 
the goods and services they produce but also their wider social and economic 
impact.   The number of employees in low skilled/low paid jobs and the high 
proportion of companies adopting business strategies based on low-specification 
goods and services are a concern for many developed and developing economies.  
Addressing this problem is not traditionally the concern of Human Resource 
Development however we argue that through exploring the role that a wider, 
more balanced approach to Sustainable Talent Management and Development (S-
TMD) may play within the context of the low skilled in the UK provides a crucial 
link to enhancing an organisation’s performance and responsibility to society.  At 
the heart of this approach lies a shift to appreciate the collective endeavour of 
work practices, an enhanced role for stakeholders and identification of, and 
participation in skills eco-systems to support sustainable development. The paper 
identifies the opportunity for S-TMD to move from a predominantly 
individualist, managerial and unitarist understanding to one grounded in the value 
of tacit and embedded development processes undertaken to reflect a pluralist, 
multi-voiced approach to understanding of a skills eco-system. 
Keywords: Talent Management and Development, sustainability, corporate social 
responsibility, learning at work, stakeholders, poverty 
Introduction 
Garavan and McGuire (2010) have argued that Human Resource Development 
(HRD) needs to look beyond performance and learning issues that feed organisation 
efficiency to consider issues of sustainability and Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR).  While it is well recognised that such terms lack clear definition and are broad in 
scope, it is still possible for those in organisations, including HRD professionals, to 
make choices on the basis of a wider awareness of social, environmental and economic 
issues (Van Marrewijk 2003). In this paper, we want to consider one such issue – the 
problem of low skill both within organisations and society beyond. We propose that one 
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route into this issue is via Talent Management (TM), which in spite of its growing 
popularity and more than a decade of debate, retains considerable conceptual confusion 
and lack of clarity regarding definition, scope and overall goals (Thunnissen et al. 2013; 
Gallardo-Gallardo et al. 2013; Collings and Mellahi 2009; Lewis and Heckman 2006).    
Next to leadership development, value-based recruitment and performance 
management, TM is seen as one of the key themes in human resources (Paawe 2007). 
For those in HRD, there have been warnings about the danger of connecting to what 
may be a TM fashion which is practised by organisations of high status (Iles et al. 
2010). TM may also be just a new way for a repackaging of HR practices which does 
not represent anything particularly new (Chuai et al. 2008). However, more than 10 
years after Michaels et al. (2001) declared the ‘war for talent’, and while there has been 
some doubts about its continuation as a movement, it does seem, at the level of 
discourse at least, that TM will continue as an ‘essential management practice’ (CIPD 
2014). If this is the case, HRD has to join the game but on the basis of some serious 
questions, such as those prompted by Iles et al. (2010) and Iles (2013). For example; 
What issues is TM meant solve? What should be the focus of TM practices? If those 
identified as the talented are the target for TM, what about those not identified as the 
talented?  
In this paper, we will draw on concepts from labour market and organisational 
development theory to place TM within a wider sustainability context. Much of the 
literature relating to sustainability tends to focus on a win-win-win situation but it may 
not be easy in many organisations to create economic efficiency, ecological and social 
sustainability simultaneously without a fundamental change in business strategy.  A key 
interpretation of sustainability refers to a shift in emphasis in the definition of corporate 
success towards one where ecological and social performance is seen as being as 
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important as financial performance (Enhert and Harry 2012). In this paper we seek to 
emphasize social sustainability and how organisational activities affect the people that 
they employ and society more generally (Pfeffer 2010). We propose to take up the 
questions prompted by Iles and in doing so, we wish to clearly state that HRD theory 
and practice must participate in responding.  We suggest that since HRD is concerned 
with learning processes by individuals, groups and organisations, TM practices must 
lead and support this. Therefore, we wish to immediately extend TM to Talent 
Management and Development (TMD).  We also wish to consider the issue of low skills 
and its association with low pay and how this might result in low paid and low skilled 
staff being excluded from TMD. This paper therefore seeks to contribute to the 
literature by exploring the role that a wider and more balanced approach to TMD may 
play in the development of a more sustainable society where interconnected economic 
and social aspects of development are considered. We will argue that an extended 
approach to TMD has the potential to lead to an appreciation of the learning that is 
embedded in the collective efforts and routines where talent in enacted at work and that 
sustainable TMD (S-TMD) has a key role to play in improving organisational 
performance as well as enhancing wider societal impacts.    
The problem  
Recently, in a review of the literature, Thunnissen et al. (2013) identified the 
lack of consideration of economic and non-economic values of TMD at the societal 
level. Instead the mainstream literature takes a narrower view and gives emphasis to the 
recruitment, development and retention of the talents of individuals that directly benefit 
the organisation. The approach is predominantly managerialist and unitarist. Further, 
there is an emphasis on the practices of recruitment, development and retention but very 
little consideration of what happens in employment, including the design and 
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performance of work, the engagement and commitment to work and the context of 
work. Recent surveys of TMD practices in UK organisations suggest that it is 
exclusively senior managers and those categorised as high potentials who are the main 
targets, even though it was accepted that such a focus has significant de-motivating 
effects on others (CIPD 2013). What happens within organisations has potential 
negative effects on groups within the labour market and society more generally. Such 
effects are neglected in the TMD literature and little attention is paid to the 
responsibility of organisations for those not identified as talented. Further, much of the 
accepted meaning of TMD is based on a narrow conception of organisation goals, tied 
to a predominantly unitarist, economic purpose (Cappelli 2008).  
In an era of increasing global competition, with ready transfer of processes 
through modern technology, national economies need to compete through the 
production of high-value goods and services. This represents a structural change with 
many economies increasingly based on knowledge, rather than routine production and 
with new jobs created in large numbers in high-skill/high wage professional and 
managerial occupations. The UK requires a skilled workforce and there is disturbing 
evidence that it lags behind its international competitors.  The UK has traditionally 
faced a cycle of low value-added, low skills and wages where products and services are 
specified in low skill terms to keep costs down (Wilson and Hogarth 2003). The 
economy is characterised as one where a relatively high proportion of companies adopt 
business strategies based on low specification goods and services in which the demand 
for high-level skills is relatively low but the propensity for low wages and the under-
utilisation of skills in the workplace is high and increasing over time (UKCES 2009).   
A further dimension of the problem relates to the structural changes in the labour 
market. Autor (2010) argues that technological change and the resulting hollowing out 
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of internal labour markets has seen middle-skilled jobs disappear at a faster rate than 
low-paid, unskilled work. This is a process that limits the opportunities for those in the 
lower levels of the hierarchy to progress through the intermediate and middle levels. 
Gallie (2007) sums up a trend, reflecting concerns about the emergence of a dual labour 
market with separate primary and secondary sectors where the former contains higher 
skilled, better-paid and more secure jobs that provide opportunities for progression, 
learning and development and the latter contains increasingly precarious and low paid 
jobs where opportunities for learning and development are often absent.  The latter may 
also include those identified as the Precariat, a new class who enjoy no job security, 
often suffering zero hour contracts as well as low pay and little social protection 
(Atkinson 2010).  
Brockmann et al. (2011) point to the cultural difference between how work is 
conceived in the UK and overseas.  In comparator countries, development and 
progression is often an integral aspect of most occupations whereas in the UK there are 
often limited opportunities to progress. A common way to differentiate low-skilled 
workers is to use pay levels as a proxy as low skills and low pay are often closely 
related.  In many cases, the income of low-skilled workers is below thresholds 
established by Minimum Wages in countries where they exist (see ILO 2013 for a full 
discussion of the International dimension) or the proportions of workers falling below a 
certain pay threshold (OECD 1996).  However not all low paid workers are low skilled 
and concerns have arisen associated with the underutilisation of skills by some higher 
skilled workers (particularly graduates) employed in low paid work (Felstead et al. 
2007; Okay-Sommerville and Scholarios 2013) which could impact on HRD decision 
making.   
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In addition and related to the low skill problem is the issue of the growth of in-
work poverty.  Policy-makers identify entry and progression in the labour market as a 
significant factor contributing to the alleviation of poverty and social inclusion.  
However, a body of research shows that entering work does not provide a sustainable 
route out of poverty if the quality of the job in terms of, for example, job security, low 
pay and lack of progression is not addressed (Gouldon 2010).  More than 5% of jobs in 
the UK are what the Low Pay Commission (Pennycook and Whittaker 2012) describe as 
minimum wage jobs and approximately 20% of employees (about 5 million) earn less 
than what is referred to as the living wage, a calculation of a wage that is based on what 
is needed by an average household to cover basic living costs.  A similar proportion 
earns less than the commonly used low-pay threshold for OECD countries.  Cross-
border differences in the incidence of low pay between developed countries suggest that 
distinct social and policy models are at play.  For example, being employed in consumer 
services carries a much bigger risk of low pay in the UK than in most other advanced 
economies, some of which have built institutions, including more assertive minimum 
wage strategies and social partners that encourage employers to provide ‘better quality’ 
employment (Plunkett and Hurrell 2013).   
The fact that low pay is widespread in the economy but mainly concentrated in 
some sectors and types of organisation makes it difficult for policy makers to intervene 
and raise wages when businesses may not be able to absorb the costs and remain 
competitive. Addressing the problem of low pay may not traditionally be the concern of 
mainstream HRD however the limits in policy options such as the national minimum 
wage, the living wage and tax credits have led to an interest in public policy alternatives 
that relate directly to learning and development in the workplace and which are central 
to TMD (Philpott 2014).          
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Theoretical and conceptual framework  
Although ‘talent’ is a term in widespread use, its use in HRD is varied and can 
cause confusion.  For example, some see talent consisting of those individuals who can 
make a difference to organisational performance, whether through their immediate 
contribution or in the longer term by demonstrating high levels of potential (Tansley et 
al. 2007).  Others see it in everyone, inherent in each individual realising their potential 
(Redford 2005).  A further alternative view sees talent as a collective phenomenon, to 
be explored in team-based ways with attention focussed on social capital, teamwork, 
leadership and networks (Iles et al. 2010).    
In a review of the literature Gallardo-Gallardo et al. (2013) propose that two 
approaches are important in defining talent in the context of the world of work.  The 
first makes a distinction between talent as characteristics of people (object approach) 
and the second talent as people (subject approach). Within the object approach, talent is 
conceptualised as exceptional abilities and attitudes demonstrated by an individual with 
a range of complimentary measures of ability including natural ability, mastery of a 
particular practice, commitment (both to one’s own work and to the employing 
organisation) and fit (between the individual’s talent and the work context).  In this way 
it connects with a concept of skills as conceived in the economic/public policy domain 
by Buchanan et al. (2010).  This conception recognises a comprehensive understanding 
of skill that takes into consideration three aspects: behavioural (the personal qualities of 
the worker to deal with interpersonal relationships), cognitive (level and kind of 
education and training undertaken to help understand and act in the world) and technical 
(the capacity to undertake particular set tasks).   
The subject approach embodies both an inclusive (i.e. talent understood as all 
employees of an organisation) and exclusive (i.e. talent understood as an elite subset of 
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an organisation’s workers) approach to TMD.  The inclusive approach is based on the 
premise that every employee has his or her own strengths and, given an opportunity to 
develop and apply their knowledge and skills, can potentially create added value for the 
organisation. Within the global multinational corporation context, some authors 
recognize the potential of a talent management system open to all employees as a step in 
the overall careers of individuals (Cerdin and Brewster 2014). 
The exclusive approach is based on the segmentation of the workforce and the 
identification of a select group of employees who rank at the top in terms of capability 
and performance.  Exclusive approaches to TMD tend to dominate in developed and in 
developing countries such as India and China (Cooke et al. 2014).  In theory at least 
there is no reason why the low-paid could not feature as an ‘exclusive’ group in a 
segmented workforce given the important contribution that they make to the customer 
experience in many sectors although as one might anticipate they seldom (if ever) do.  
In labour market terms, global competition and the developing knowledge 
economy increases demand for highly qualified workers and, as the imperative to 
compete on quality increases, it focuses HRD on the processes required to equip 
organisations for the transition to higher quality business models. Much of the TMD 
literature, both professional and academic can be characterised as managerialist and is 
presented as a set of tools to manage talent effectively so that individual and 
organisational performance is under control and can be improved (Thunnissen et al. 
2013). The literature usually assumes the individual as a unit of analysis and TMD is 
often narrowed down to the impact of a set of HR practices and activities that 
emphasize those used to recruit, motivate, develop, retain and terminate individual 
employees. Differences exist within and between HR practices but most chime with the 
purpose and concepts underpinning strategic HRD and revolve around the importance 
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of a clear and consistent sense of organisational purpose and values (determined by 
senior management) to attract and inspire employees, and the development and 
implementation of appropriate HRD policies and practices.   Sonnenberg et al. (2014) 
found an increased use of TMD practices is related to higher psychological-contract 
fulfilment, although success depends on matching the talent perceptions of the employer 
and the employee.   
Formal HRD is an important dimension in the development of the knowledge 
and skills necessary to remain in and progress in work. However, much learning and 
development occurs outside the direct influence of formal HRD activities. If we move 
to include work practices in the conceptualisation of TMD, it could enable organisations 
to apply a wider set of practices and activities than the limited set often discussed in the 
TMD literature.  Work practices are rarely taken into account as TMD practices and as a 
consequence the TMD literature consistently overestimates the importance of human 
capital and underestimates the impact of work processes. Borrowing from the research 
on distributed leadership (Gronn 2002; Spillane 2006), this suggests that the 
performance of work, whatever the formal design of work, is a collective endeavour 
requiring a unit of analysis beyond the focus on single individuals, positions or roles. So 
much of the enactment of work practice requires conjoint action based on varying 
degrees of dependence, interdependence and mutuality.  It has long been recognised that 
repeated interactions result in an intuitive pattern of work relations, giving rise to 
various forms of tacit knowledge recognized as a crucial feature of workplace learning 
and knowledge creation (Beckett and Hager 2002). The significance of these 
considerations, from a TMD perspective, is to make greater efforts to connect 
employment and work practices, involving the organisation and structuring of work 
(Boxall and Macky 2009) and recognition of the importance of financial and non-
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financial rewards (Rubery and Grimshaw 2003).  To date, theory in TM and/or TMD 
has paid scant attention to work as a collective endeavour. This suggests a need to shift 
the focus of theoretical work towards work practices based on dependence and 
interdependence.   
Thunnissen et al. (2013) draw attention to the unitarist approach adopted in the 
literature associated with TMD.  Top management, line management and HR 
professionals are all attributed a significant role in TMD with the underlying 
assumption that all these organisational actors share mutual goals and interests (Burbach 
and Royle 2010; Farndale et al. 2010).   A few publications refer to the potentially 
conflicting goals and needs of different internal stakeholders in terms of for example 
short-termism and the focus on one part of the organisation rather than the whole (e.g. 
Martin and Schmidt 2010).  Our reorientation of TMD towards the collective 
endeavours of organising demands a pluralist and therefore multi-voiced understanding. 
Pluralism recognises the differing goals, preferences and views of different stakeholders 
in TMD.  Thunnissen et al. (2013) argue that adopting this view towards TMD entails 
recognising the needs, preferences and beliefs of stakeholders beyond management and 
has an impact on the employee-organisation relationship and its outcomes.  However, 
much of the collective endeavour we refer to is likely to remain unseen by a unitarist 
and top-down approach adopted by organisations. This is likely to miss the significant 
potential for learning that is embedded in the relationships that are formed through 
work. Tacit knowledge, as the sociologist Collins (2001) has explained can take a 
variety of forms, including concealed knowledge but also knowledge which can be 
passed on and demonstrated to others as intelligence for corporate decision-making on 
strategy if they care to ask or find out. For HRD practitioners, we would suggest that an 
uncovering of how talent is being employed within work relationships becomes an 
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important part of their work. To do this, they must begin a process of inquiry into the 
nature of conjoint activity within organisations, of whatever size, so that the significant 
potential for learning can be revealed.  That the collective endeavour of employees 
might be understood as a source of learning that can contribute to making strategy 
should be of little surprise to HRD practitioners. Mintzberg (1987), for example, 
identified more than 25 years ago how learning from work can become strategic. Given 
the recognised failure of prescriptive approaches to strategic decisions, learning from 
within the relationships of everyday employment can give added impetus to what has 
been recognised as strategy-as-practice (Jarzabkowski and Spee 2009). HRD can 
mediate the connection to the making of strategic decisions by recognising that informal 
learning contains the potential for new ideas, products and services that leverage 
enhanced skills.  In such ways HRD through TMD can play a significant role in 
organisation alignment.  
While much effort can be made to enhance economic sustainability through 
efficiency (Sidani and Ariss 2014), if skill enhancement is to impact on pay a pluralist 
view must be taken of the forces that affect skill formation and valuation. This requires 
intelligence of the skill ecosystems within which an organisation sits. Buchanan et al. 
(2001, p. 21) define skill ecosystems as clusters of high, intermediate or low-level 
competencies in a particular region or industry shaped by interlocking networks of 
firms, markets and institutions’.  Given the proclivity for such networks to expand 
globally but also feed a process of agglomeration (Fujita and Thisse 2013), how skills 
are formed and reproduced does become more dependent on how participants make and 
present their arguments in dialogic encounters.  HRD can play a key part in the building 
and establishment of networks and partnerships for sustainable skills ecosystems that 
move skills enhancement towards higher payment (Hall and Lansbury 2006). They can 
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do so again as mediators, stepping into the spaces between network participants so that 
they can thicken the interactions between them (Broadbent 2003). It is only by 
participating in such moves, both within organisations and within and between a variety 
of external networks that HRD can embrace the tensions, dilemmas and paradoxes that 
are inherent in the enactment of the triple bottom line (Garavan and McGuire 2010) in 
support of CSR and sustainability. Taking the wider view of TMD that we have argued 
for can provide the crucial link to enhancing an organisation’s performance and 
responsibility to society. In particular, we see the following as crucial features of 
Sustainable Talent Management Development (S-TMD): 
(1) A shift of focus to place a larger emphasis on the social returns to TMD and to 
appreciate the collective endeavour of work practices  
(2) An increased recognition of the socio-economic impact of the organisation and 
external stakeholders in the development and implementation of TMD 
(3) An emphasis on the retention of low-skilled employees to minimise the cost of 
labour turnover and optimise the return on investment in training and 
development  
(4) Facilitation of the links between learning from within the relationships of 
everyday employment, skill enhancement and product/service development and 
decisions on product-market strategies  
(5) Identification and participation in skills eco-systems  
Towards Sustainability-Focused TMD within the context of the low paid  
In order to further explore the concept of S-TMD we consider its implications 
for a section of the labour market, the low skilled and low paid, that are at risk of being 
marginalised in terms of pay and opportunity.   The narrow economic view of TMD 
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articulated by Capelli (2008), states that talent management exists to support the 
organisations overall objective ‘which in business essentially amounts to making 
money’ (p.3).  A wider conceptualisation of TMD to incorporate notions of CSR can 
lead to S-TMD.  Those organisations adopting S-TMD would place a larger emphasis 
on the social returns to TMD and a greater understanding of the collective aspect of 
talent enactment. Such organisations would seek to realise wider benefits from an 
increased CSR reputation that improves employee motivation and customer loyalty with 
specific policies and practices continuing to provide profitable return to shareholders.    
The tension between economic and social returns has to be used creatively through a 
dilemmatic understanding (Billig 1996), which is a skill that HRD must master. This 
suggests that choice between economic or social returns is a false choice. Any 
organisation may choose one or the other as a focus but this obscures the dilemma that 
recognises the interdependence between an economic and social focus. All 
organisations face such a dilemma, which cannot be solved as a problem of choice but 
as competing alternatives that must be reconciled (See Hampden-Turner 1994).  
Thunnissen et al. (2013) argue that the scope of TMD should be broadened from 
a limited set of HR practices to a focus on people in their organisation and their work 
(Boxall and Macky 2009).  It is part of our argument that through the enactment of work 
practices and dependence and interdependence with others, learning will occur quite 
naturally (Stuart 1984).  However, the general view of low skill employment is that it 
offers low quality work.  It is viewed as highly repetitive, offers less pleasant working 
conditions with limited discretion and intrinsic interest, provides few incentives for 
further education and training and few real opportunities for progression.  In this 
environment, those doing such work often see little need to develop their human capital 
since it is outside their experience, their employer does not require higher level skills 
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and the opportunities to progress are limited (Lloyd et al. 2008).   Whilst employment in 
low-paid work can bring social, economic and psychological benefits in comparison 
with being out of work, some have identified that individuals can remain trapped in 
what have been termed ‘dead end jobs’ (Lloyd and Mayhew 2010).  In cases such as 
this some individuals express fatalism about their prospects and are unable to envision 
themselves in any other type of work whilst others aspire to improve income but are 
ambivalent about training or taking on more responsibility at work and fail to reach 
their potential (Ray et al. 2010).  Opportunities for career progression are limited in 
terms of the proportion of the workforce who can hope to ‘move up the career ladder’ 
given increased competition for fewer jobs at a higher level in the organisational 
pyramid. However, in line with the sentiments underpinning an inclusive and collective 
approach to TMD, Fuller and Unwin (2008) suggest that individuals at any level of an 
organisation can develop their skills if they have an opportunity to be involved in more 
challenging work and work design has a key role to play in the learning and 
development of workers at all levels.  
S-TMD has to accept a pluralist assumption of work relations that is extended to 
include stakeholders in the external environment and society at large (Christensen et al. 
2007).  Boudreau and Ramstad (2005) challenge the traditional shareholder paradigm 
by introducing the argument that organisations should strive for sustainability.  Besides 
financial viability, sustainability includes goals such as diversity, social responsibility, 
supporting human and employee rights, protecting the environment, contributing to the 
economy and wider society.  This is in tune with other HRD researchers such as 
Ardichvili  (2011) who note the growing importance of research and practical work on 
the interface of HRD (and by implication TMD), CSR and sustainability. The S-TMD 
approach incorporates the idea that society at large is confronted with the consequences 
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of the way in which organisations manage their employees (Rubery and Grimshaw 
2003).  In addition to the production of goods and services, organisations offer 
employment opportunities to citizens and affect the distribution of income that has a 
significant impact on the wealth and health of localities and nations.  
Not for the first time the recent global financial crisis resulting from unbridled 
profit seeking behaviour has raised the question of whether the world can sustain 
organisational practices that do not incorporate wider societal responsibilities. Thomas 
Piketty’s (2014) piercing critique of concentrated capital ownership, which has 
produced a highly unequal distribution of income, has highlighted this issue once again.  
HRD, like many other fields of activity have not managed to escape such effects and the 
primary purpose of TMD remains as a narrowly construed consideration of improved 
organisational performance based on an exclusive categorisation of employees for TMD 
activities (CIPD 2013).   
Thunnissen et al (2013) identify the need for empirical evidence to support 
theorising and report a gap in the literature associated with the exit and turnover of 
talent. Our analysis suggests that some organisations and sectors, particularly those with 
a large proportion of low paid jobs such as retail and catering, are bedevilled by high 
rates of labour turnover which adversely impact on their financial performance and 
productivity at the micro level of the organisation (Booth and Hamer 2007).  Stewart 
(2008) has reported a strong association between TMD and employee retention however 
many employers appear to consider high labour turnover to be an inevitable 
consequence and to focus on managing the situation rather than seeking to improve it 
(Rowley and Purcell 2001). 
Examining turnover from the perspective of the low paid worker identifies a 
significant challenge for the individual and society. Poor employment retention among 
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low paid workers feeds ‘low pay–no pay cycles’ that bind individuals and their families 
to lives on low, insecure incomes – whether in work or claiming benefits (Shildrick et 
al. 2010).  Adopting S-TMD approach, which recognises the wider impact on society, 
can lead to the identification of the cost of labour turnover for the individual in terms of 
reduced household income and for society in terms of the health and welfare costs of 
unemployment.  However case study evidence, and the literature more widely, suggests 
that only a minority of employers have chosen to reduce the cost of labour turnover and 
improve the return on investment in employee development by adopting policies and 
practices that support retention and progression of low paid workers (Devins et al. 
2014).  We suggest that the S-TMD repertoire needs to shift the appreciation from a low 
paid and easily expendable resource, which has all too quickly fed the growing Precariat 
(Lea 2013), to one where learning and skill enhancement and enhanced productivity 
become much more likely.    
There is some evidence associated with the role that education and training plays 
in the workplace that reflects an emphasis on traditional forms of HRD intervention 
rather than the learning that occurs through job design and performance at work.  Senior 
managers and decision-makers have choices on the value that is created by their staff 
(Pfeffer 1995) but if they cannot see the evidence, the cycle of low skill/low pay will 
persist. The economic returns to training at work may be variable but they appear to 
benefit both the employer and individual. For example, an OECD review of 
international literature suggests that organisations realise the majority of the return on 
employer-funded training with individuals enjoying between 20% and 50% of the return 
in terms of higher pay (Hansson 2008).  The positive effects on wages indicate the 
potential for HRD to help reduce in-work poverty for those benefitting from the 
training.  A study of the effect of learning on low-pay in the UK and the Netherlands 
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found that although the countries have very different systems and approaches, training 
increases the likelihood of moving from low pay to high pay and reduces the likelihood 
of transition in the other direction from high pay to low pay (Pavlopoulos et al. 2009).  
In a study by Ray et al. (2010) in the UK, access to learning and development 
opportunities is identified as a key to progression in the labour market for those in low 
paid jobs.  However, there is some evidence that the processes of polarisation in the 
labour market are being played out in access to learning opportunities in the workforce.  
The type of occupational group a worker is in can have a material impact on access to 
training opportunities at work with low skilled workers less likely to benefit from 
employer provided training (Field 2009; Mason and Bishop 2010). For those not 
receiving training a vicious circle arises where those who need the most training to 
develop their employability and careers receive the least training and subsequently lose 
their motivation to learn as the pay and career gaps with their peer groups widen. 
Beyond the negative psychological effects on individual motivation, it maintains a 
status quo based on a low-skill equilibrium which traps the economy in a low-wage – 
low-skills path and this lack of sustainable development can be devastating for 
individuals, localities, employers, labour markets and entire sectors of the economy.  
In order to reflect the pluralistic nature of S-TMD it is valuable to consider 
further the experiences of low paid employees at work in relation to training and 
development.  In the review of employee demand for training Johnson et al. (2009) 
suggest that there is evidence that the presence of trade unions has a positive impact on 
access to training in the workplace. Unions and trade union representatives play a key 
role both in addressing individual barriers and influencing employer attitudes and 
practices towards those with lower skills.  A S-TMD view would suggest a need to 
reverse the decline in union involvement in HRD considerations at work in the UK and 
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to consider a greater role for social partners and workers councils as is the case in 
countries such as Germany and Austria. Seeking an extended understanding of an 
organisation’s place in the skills eco-system becomes crucial. S-TMD requires HRD 
practitioners to look carefully at the constraining features of the networks, markets and 
institutions that affect skills formation and valuation. This requires a collaborative 
orientation to reverse the direction low skill/low pay formation. Based on the attempts 
of skills ecosystem construction in Australia (See Smith 2006), there is a need for 
partnership approaches accompanied by dialogue between partners.  There is the 
potential for participation of multiple players in the building of a network, but progress 
can be slow and public sector intervention may be required to act as a catalyst (Hall and 
Lansbury 2006).  
Implications for practice and research  
 The emergent and contested nature of sustainability has limited its 
widespread, systematic application in the fields of HRM and HRD to date (Enhart and 
Harry 2012).   Economic considerations tend to dominate decision-making and the 
tension between short-term financial profit and more broadly defined social returns 
remains a characteristic of organisational life.  In this paper we have explored an 
extended and more balanced approach to TMD and the role that it may play in the 
development of sustainability at the micro and macro levels.  We argue that just as 
physical sustainability considers the consequences of organisational activity for 
ecological resources, social sustainability considers how activities affect people (Pfeffer 
2010) and the external environment within which organisations operate (Enhert and 
Harry 2012).  Our analysis suggests the need to move from a predominantly 
individualist, managerial and unitarist understanding of TMD to one grounded in the 
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value of tacit and embedded development processes undertaken to reflect a pluralist, 
multi-voiced approach to understanding of a skills eco-system.   
 We now seek to respond to the questions prompted by Iles et al. (2010) and Iles 
(2013) which we now adjust as follows:  
 What issues is TMD meant to solve?  
 What should be the focus of TMD practices?  
 What are the implications for those not identified as the talented?  
 Our analysis, based on what we have called S-TMD, draws attention to the 
wasted and inefficient use of resources associated with high labour turnover in several 
sectors of the economy and the economic/psychological costs of low pay –no pay cycles 
for the individuals experiencing them and for society more generally in terms of the 
health and welfare costs of unemployment.   It has highlighted the generally positive 
impact of training on employee progression which, implicitly at least, reflects the 
greater productivity realised by organisations undertaking such activity.  At the same 
time we emphasize the tacit knowledge developed through work that remains largely 
invisible and untapped when viewed through a traditional HRD/TM lens.   The analysis 
also highlights the requirement for a more appropriate valuation of the benefits of 
training and learning to both the employer and employee and crucially, S-TMD’s first 
task is to discover the understanding required to reset the cycle from low skill to 
enhanced skill and improved productivity. This is a crucial and much needed response 
to the first question.  In this way S-TMD is far more than a utopian ideal and is 




 Responding to the second and third questions, TMD activities have tended to 
take an individualist and top down perspective, in the form of separate HR activities of 
recruitment, selection, development and so on which lead to abstracted notions of 
talents pools, talent pipelines and grids based on performance/potential assessments. 
This results in the disconnection of TMD activities from work practices and creates the 
divisions of staff between the talented and untalented.  While this meets the requirement 
for apparently rational choices and decisions by managers, it is also unitarist and gives 
little possibility of appreciation the pluralist view of work. It also likely to reinforce low 
skill working and miss the potential for movement away from this position. Both 
practitioners and researchers must address this imbalance.  In particular, TMD 
theorising needs to adjust its focus away from individuals or positions as units of 
consideration and show more concern with work as a collective endeavour, consisting 
of work practices as conjoint action based on dependence and interdependence.   
A further task for S-TMD is to provide the flow of knowledge into decision-
making about which markets to serve on the basis of enhanced skills products and 
services. As we suggest, prescriptive approaches alone to strategic decisions have long 
been recognised as deficient. There is a need to complement prescription with learning 
from the collective endeavour of employees, which needs to become a focus for S-
TMD.  
Whilst much of our discussion has centred on the UK context, a lot of the 
research underpinning it is drawn from international sources and the issues of low pay, 
productivity and S-TMD resonate in many areas across the globe and has several 
implications for practice.  There is a consensus that the philosophies underpinning 
TMD, how the concept of TMD is understood and what TMD practices are used are 
heavily influenced by institutional, cultural, industrial, organizational, and individual 
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factors at different levels and any form of local S-TMD will need to take account of 
these factors.  
Much of the CSR and sustainability literature tends to focus on a win-win-win 
situation where it is argued that productivity benefits stem from improved people skills 
and deeper loyalty from employees and customers (Buckley et al. 2008). S-TMD has 
considerable potential in this arena however integrating such ideas into practice is not a 
simple task and it requires vision, commitment and leadership. How well S-TMD is 
implemented will be important. Leaders and line managers, in particular, have a key 
role to play in developing workers, given the limited progression opportunities 
associated with the hollowed out labour market. Where line managers have the ability to 
build teams, manage performance and coach staff, they can be key champions of worker 
development (Devins et al. 2014).  However line managers have little or no training in 
supervision, let alone TMD and opportunities to develop staff, particularly at lower 
levels can be missed (Hudson et al. 2013).  
The analysis in this paper has implications for TMD and results in some 
practical questions and research avenues to consider. How can talent be conceptualized 
and measured amongst the low skilled? To what extent can S-TMD ameliorate some of 
the detrimental effects of short-termism associated with recruitment and retention 
strategies or poor quality jobs? What role does S-TMD have to play in smaller 
organisations where resources are non-specialised or largely absent and hierarchical 
opportunities for progression are limited? S-TMD also presents challenges for 
researchers and suggests the need for research methodologies that uncover ‘hidden 
knowledge’ and reflect a pluralistic nature.  One approach, for example, would be 
conversations as part of an appreciative enquiry to find out what works well in an 
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organisation and how (Cooperider and Srivastva 1987).  Such a process is generative 
(Gergen 1987) in both discovering knowledge of the strength and virtue in an 
organisation but also the possibility of stimulating learning and questioning that can 
point to skill enhancement and product/service development.    There is no magic bullet 
available to policy makers and organisational decision-makers but perhaps a S-TMD 
approach offers a way for individuals, organisations and society to pursue the win- win- 
win situation that many proponents of sustainability promote. 
 
Conclusion 
Over the years researchers have examined whether TMD is a new phenomenon 
or simply just another management fashion or fad (Iles et al. 2010; Tansley 2011).  
Unequivocally they conclude that TMD does in fact add value over other strategic 
human resource management practices with workforce differentiation and segmentation 
key differentiating factors (Collings and Melahi 2009).  TMD differs from SHRM (i.e. 
the design and implementation of a set of internally consistent policies and practices 
which ensure that a firms human capital contributes to the achievement of its business 
objectives) in that it is believed to be less egalitarian and more elitist by definition 
(Collings and Mellahi 2009). More inclusive approaches to TMD exist and may include 
low skilled workers although we would point to the need for S-TMD to emphasize and 
differentiate those in low paid jobs to promote and capture collective learning to 
contribute to the development of product-market strategies that improve the 
performance of the organization and make a greater contribution to society more 
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